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Objectives
The objective of this study is to assess whether authentic arts-based1 curricula facilitate the 
acquisition of English as a second language (ESL) without sacrificing proficiency in the first 
language (Spanish).  This question is examined theoretically and empirically.  First, the use of an 
arts-based curriculum is positioned within a Vygotskiian framework of learning as reflected in 
current research.  This overview is organized by two themes: 1) the authenticity of the art 
experience and 2) the emphasis on social interaction and the cognitive mediation among sign 
systems.  Applicable findings from related literature are reviewed and synthesized within each of 
these themes.  Secondly, results from an exploratory study are presented and analyzed.  This study 
compared two classes of ESL fifth graders, one of which was taught through an arts-based 
curriculum while the other was taught using traditional ESL methods.  Students were pre-tested 
and post-tested to assess their first language (Spanish) skills and their English and Reading skills. 
While the study is preliminary, the results suggest that an arts-based curriculum provides 
significant cognitive advantages to ESL students by building on the cognitive strengths inherent in 
bilingualism.  The semiotic richness of the arts echoes the semiotic abundance available to speakers 
of more than one language, nurturing an ability to approach symbolization in a creative, nuanced 
way.  While traditional ESL programs treat students’ first languages almost as obstacles to learning 
(since the educational goal is narrowly defined as proficiency in English), an authentic arts-based 
curriculum allows students to embrace diverse modes of expression with the result that their 
expressive abilities grow in a global way.
Introduction
Cultural diversity is one of our nation’s greatest strengths.  There are more than 276 ethnic 
groups in the United States, including 170 Native American groups (Wasson, Stuhr, & Petrovich-
Mwaniki, 1990).  In 2000-2001, more than 4 million students whose first language is not English 
were enrolled in U.S. public schools (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001).  In the last decade, the general 
school population in this country has grown 12 percent, while English language learners have 
increased in number 105 percent.  These ESL students speak more than 460 languages (Kinder, 
2002).  In the New York City school system alone there are over 114 languages spoken.  In 
California, the majority of students are language minorities (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1999).  
Therefore, issues surrounding the education of second language learners are of paramount 
importance as educators continue to search for ways to deal with our multilinguistic and 
multicultural society in the school system.  
In light of these facts, current directions in educational policy seem particularly 
counterproductive. The Bush administration has passed the No Child Left Behind Act (2002), 
which repealed the Bilingual Education Act of 1994 and does not even mention bilingualism as a 
pedagogical goal.  When the study discussed in this paper was conducted, the Bilingual Education 
Act included among its goals “developing the English skills … and to the extent possible, the 
native-language skills” of LEP students.  Funds that used to support ESL and bilingual programs 
are now being distributed to states as block grants emphasizing mandatory high-stakes testing in 
English and discouraging native-language instruction.  The fact that many ESL methods ignore the 
pedagogical principles of social constructivists like Vygotsky has contributed to the perception of 
the ineffectiveness of all ESL programs.  Not coincidentally, the devaluation of ESL students’ 
native language skills parallels the tradition of thinking of art instruction as a “frill” or 
“enrichment” (Fehr, 1993), not as a way of building communication skills or advancing academic 
achievement (see Spina, 2002).
Thus, the current practices of our schools fail to address the diversity within school 
populations insofar as they embrace a hierarchical value system based on separation and 
competition (Bernstein, 1990; Lesko, 1988).  Schooling is, in fact, frequently experienced by 
minorities as a tool of the dominant group to “maintain the inequality of the status quo” (Fernandez 
and Marenco, 1980; Suarez-Orozco, 1987; Stanton-Salazar and Spina, 2000).  In linguistically 
heterogeneous classrooms, traditional competitive learning approaches may actually retard the 
academic progress of those students lacking “close to native-like” abilities in English (McGroarty, 
1989; Trueba, 1989; Spina, 1993), contributing to the perpetuation of socio-economic, ethnic, and 
racial stratification.  Even the research and methodology used to study second language learning are 
situated within this historically elitist framework (Spina, 1993, 1995), leading to the assumption 
that the failure of the schools to educate is a failure on the part of the students.  For example, the 
majority of studies to date have compared bilinguals to monolinguals, using measures derived from 
and for monolingual samples, inherently assuming that monolingualism is the norm (See Spina, 
2000a).  Likewise, compensatory programs have failed because they are inherently a deficit model 
(Pease-Alvarez & Hakuta, 1992).  A deficit model assumes that variations from mainstream skills 
and values are deficit-producing aberrations which must be subject to compensatory interventions.  
Furthermore, the emphasis in bilingual education today is on content area subjects, particularly 
mathematics and science (Moll, 1992; Walberg, 1991), which are fields historically predominated 
by upper echelon white males (Walberg, 1991).  
This paper proposes that an authentic arts-based education may be critical in nurturing the 
linguistic, cultural, and cognitive strengths of non-mainstream students.  The current pressure on 
schools to mainstream children for whom English is not the first language makes these issues 
particularly urgent.  While all students who have difficulty with written and oral language may find 
that artistic expression helps them clarify and organize thinking (Hoyt, 1992), it appears that the 
extra-linguistic communication inherent in the arts would especially benefit second language 
learners.  Thus, this paper examines the linguistic development of second language learners 
through the use of the arts as a medium of communication.  
Theoretical Foundations
Howard Gardner has shown that “schools and school systems which welcome the arts are 
a rare commodity on the contemporary American scene” (1988 p. 163).  The educational system in 
this country has focused almost exclusively on the acquisition of instrumental knowledge 2 as 
represented by mathematics and science (Ewert, 1991).  The privileged position of the rational 
“voice” of these disciplines reflects a general tendency to dominate and silence other voices 
(Wertsch, 1990).  
The work of Lev Vygotsky offers an alternative to this tendentiousness.  Vygotsky defined
learning as “the acquisition of many specialized abilities for thinking” (1978, p. 83, emphasis 
added).  In The Psychology of Art, Vygotsky (1915-25/65-68/71) argued for psychology to 
include indirect evidence and circumstantial clues, not just direct “scientific” evidence, giving equal 
weight to “artistic,” non-linear forms of thought.  Instrumental and artistic thinking should be 
considered equally important forms of intelligence that use different kinds of semiotic mediation to 
actualize meaning.  By activating mediational activity, symbol systems may stimulate covert 
responses such as internal schematic connections, rehearsal, and comparison, extracting and 
processing information in coordinate ways resulting in a synthesized process.   “The over-riding 
concern evident in Vygotsky’s intellectual work is the quest for synthesis” (van der Veer & 
Valsiner, 1991, p. 390).  Synthesis is the substance and the strength of authentic arts-based 
curricula.  Vygotsky gave prime importance to the synthesis of theory and praxis (what he called 
practical psychology).  Practicality, according to Vygotsky, is the supreme test of a theory.  “It is 
practice which dictates how to build concepts and how to formulate laws” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 
389).  Authentic arts-based curricula give life to the postulates of theory (See Author, 1995, for 
further explication of authentic arts-based curricula).
Authenticity
Authenticity is a Vygotskiian concept applied to interactions in which the content of the 
interaction is necessary or important and in which it motivates those involved to establish the social 
context for the transfer or application of knowledge and other resources (Moll & Greenberg, 
1990).  Authentic activity in a school setting must have all the characteristics of real activity created 
for real purposes in real contexts.  That is, it must be holistic and meaningful. 
An authentic arts-based curriculum involves students in multicultural artistic endeavors 3 
that seek to promote intellectual growth across diverse disciplines.  Such a curriculum integrates the 
standard educational content areas through the visual arts, literature, drama, music, and dance.
An authentic arts-based approach, as defined above, emphasizes cognitive development and 
content, not English language instruction, as the primary objects of instruction.  This suggests that 
an authentic arts-based curriculum would facilitate second language acquisition without sacrificing 
higher-order cognitive development as, according to Wong-Fillmore (1991), an emphasis on 
content area vocabulary and decontextualized structural skills would.  General thinking skills and 
strategies or conceptual understanding of content areas are not ignored or postponed until the 
student is proficient in English.  On this basis, it is proposed that authentic arts-based curricula 
should enhance proficiency in the second language while maintaining a higher retention of native 
language ability. 
Social interaction and cognitive mediation    
Vygotskiian theory stresses that learning is inseparable from human social and cultural 
activities and that higher psychological processes have a cultural origin.  Accordingly, literacy 
development for linguistically different children involves a complex process of the multiple 
interaction and acquisition of language, cognition, and culture (Flores, Cousin, & Diaz, 1991; Moll, 
19. All of these sociocultural milieus should be addressed through the curriculum in order to 
empower students.  Erickson, in 1982, coined the term “culturally responsive pedagogy” to 
describe a curriculum that recognizes and accommodates the differences, including linguistic ones, 
inherent in such a population (Wasson, et. al., 1990).  However, the implementation of a culturally 
responsive curriculum may be particularly problematic in the traditional classroom where analytic 
mastery of a subject is “inextricably tied to instruments of assessment, presentation, and 
communication” (Gallas, 1991, p. 41).  Each of these, including tests, textbooks, workbooks, 
charts, and the like assumes that the children in a class share a commonality of experience and 
language that they most likely do not.  Thus, those outside of the mainstream can be prevented 
from participation in traditional settings (Cole & Griffin, 1987; Moll, 1990).  
Alternatively, in a Vygotskiian model, learning is seen as a two-phase process with social 
interaction as the basis of individual learning (Vygotsky, 1978).  This interactional framework of 
learning, or “scaffolding,” allows students to test their abilities with the support of others before 
they use them on their own.  Through assisted interaction, students are provided opportunities to 
expand gradually into new areas of thought and language.  As the learner acts, others often help to 
interpret the act, transforming its meaning for the learner.  However,  language-dependent 
communication of ideas and feelings often leaves second language learners frustrated over their 
inability to express themselves and have that expression understood (Izzo, 1981).   An arts-based 
approach offers a way to bridge linguistic differences by recognizing “the full range of human 
potential for expression and understanding” (Gallas, 1991, p. 42).  That is, the arts “allow for the 
formation of new associations that are exclusive to the creative experience and form an expanding 
framework upon which language is built” (McGuire, 1984, p. 836).   
Art activities lead to contextual peer scaffolding encompassing a wide range of purposeful 
literacy skills and fostering growth in oral and written language.  John-Steiner (1985) has 
demonstrated that the multiplicity of visual languages may also assist in the discovery of meaning 
through mediational scaffolding.  This scaffolding includes the participants’ “code switching” 
between two languages during the course of an activity.  Recent research indicates that, contrary to 
long-held beliefs, this integrative strategy may often enhance biliteracy development (Moll & 
Greenberg, 1990; Quintero & Huerta-Macias, 1992).   
Even the perception of works of art requires an engagement in complex scaffolding 
interactions.  The viewer or listener is actively involved in the experience.  In addition to a possible 
pictorial reading (in a realistic, representational painting), for example, the perceiver must also 
comprehend other psychological and physical properties (such as mood, temperature, or sound) 
that are not visual.  This position goes along with the view that problem-solving requires 
perception of wholes and at the same time of patterns, parts, and relationships as constituent 
features of the whole.  This multiple-perspective interplay (mediation) appears to facilitate higher-
order thought (Saxe, 1990; Spina, 1997, 2002).  
Salomon (1974) postulates that as the number of different coding systems increases, mental 
capacity increases.  “With the acquisition of each coding system, one becomes able to think in a 
new way, while also being better able to handle more domains of information” (p. 405).  This 
symbolic transformation into multiple codes provides creative flexibility, which is the basis of 
artistic thinking — and imaginary play.  In play, as in artistic involvement, one is liberated from 
situational constraints.  For example, during play a block may be a spaceship, a telephone, or a 
sandwich.  Ives and Pond (1980) report a series of studies that have found evidence for the 
cognitive benefits of fantasy (Fein, 1979; Golumb and Cornelius, 1977; Yawkey, 1978; among 
others).  All of these efforts found that fantasy, rather than actual experiences or verbal discussion, 
had a greater facilitating effect on such measures as I.Q.  To explain these results, the authors refer 
to Vygotsky’s claim that pretend play is “instrumental to creating internal systems of representation 
that help children to free themselves from the control of external stimulation and permit thinking 
about events and objects not immediately present” (Ives & Pond, 1980, p. 336), leading to higher 
order thinking.  
Although research on the arts and second language acquisition is limited, what is available 
confirms that comprehensibility of language can be dramatically increased with the addition of 
extra-linguistic information.  Extra-linguistic factors affect how (monolingual) learners respond to 
the input to which they are exposed.  For example, Taylor (1981) found that instruction in musical 
rhythm enhanced listening skills and language awareness.  Eastlund (1980) found that when 
monolingual language education was approached through the medium of music, its “affective 
effects made learning and language acquisition easier” (p.838).  Research by Jorgenson & Kinstch 
(1973) and Klein & Schwarz (1977) determined that auditory and visual sequential memory 
training and the coding of information as imagery plays an important part in the perceptual 
processes of reading and the comprehension of language.   
Studies of cognition and perception with English-speaking monolingual children 
demonstrate a positive correlation between arts instruction and academic achievement in reading 
and language skills which in turn enhance abilities in content areas (Broudy, 1987; Gardner, 1990; 
Perkins, 1988).  These studies have shown that significant reading gains resulted from arts-
centered programs.  For example, Lidstone (1979) found that readers from two to five years below 
grade level came up to grade level after five months in an arts-based school.  
Gardner (1990) and the staff at Harvard’s Project Zero have determined that the visual arts 
and music are involved in the function of symbol creation and usage, as is language development.  
Platt found that “There is a direct correspondence between the drawn symbol and the written 
symbol.  Graphic images are part of a visual vocabulary which has intense personal meaning to the 
child.  There is a symbiotic relationship among drawing, writing, reading, speaking, and 
listening” (1977, p. 262).
Platt’s study demonstrated how graphic images provide a “concrete foundation” for 
developing sound-image relationships in addition to aiding the abstract reading of symbols, 
increasing motivation, and enhancing vocabulary.  As Arnheim (1990) pointed out, visual media 
translate abstract ideas into visual ones and thereby give them sensory concreteness.  All visual 
media have some aspect of spatial simultaneity.  That is, they must be apprehended in groups of 
symbols rather than one by one.  Likewise, in reading, not only is every letter perceived as a whole, 
but entire words and even phrases are grasped as units (Olson, 1974).  
These and a number of other initiatives have supported the “functional significance of 
imagery in problem solving” (Ives & Pond, 1980, p. 337) and knowledge retention (Broudy, 
1987).  Many problems that can be solved linguistically can also be solved through imagery 
(Jorgenson & Kinstch, 1973; Olson, 1974; Ives & Pond, 1980).  Information coded as artistic 
imagery has been shown to be easily accessible in memory (Jorgenson and Kinstch, 1973), and 
perceptual processes, including critical thinking and language comprehension, rely heavily on 
imagery in mentally formulating and testing hypotheses (Torrance, 1986).  
However, despite the evidence supporting the psychological and cognitive efficacy of the 
arts for monolingual (English-speaking) students, there has been a lag in and lack of research in 
relation to the support the arts may offer for second language learners.   It needs to be determined 
whether the variety of communicative means encompassed by the arts provides particular benefits 
for ESL students.  The study described here was conducted to assess whether there was any 
evidence that an authentic arts-based approach to second language instruction would facilitate the 
acquisition of English as a second language without sacrificing proficiency in the first language.
Methods
Procedure
In the summer of 1997, initial contacts were made with urban area school districts and 
cultural education programs to locate schools known to use an arts-based instructional approach 
and to have large populations of language different students.  In early fall of 1997, two schools 
with arts-based programs that had agreed to participate in this study were contacted to see if they 
would participate in the project.  Both agreed.  A proposal was submitted to the Board of Education 
and was approved in November, 1997.  Since one of the two schools that had agreed to participate 
was closed before the study could be completed there, complete data from only one school was 
collected and used.  In this school, the arts-based program was conducted in one of two classes of 
ESL fifth grade students.  These formed the experiment and comparison groups.
School district officials were contacted to obtain demographic characteristics of 
participating classes and scores of tests administered to the students in those classrooms for 
academic and language proficiency.  Available normal curve equivalent scores on annual district-
administered national achievement tests from 1997 and 1998 were treated as pre- and post-test data. 
The tests included Spanish and English Language Batteries (LAB), and English Reading.
In addition, twelve hours of on-site observations were conducted, audio-recorded, and 
transcribed.  Teacher questionnaires were administered and interviews were conducted for the 
purpose of descriptive data collection and verification of observations.  (Appendixes A and B).  
Signed bilingual consent forms were obtained from adult participants and students’ caregivers.
Program Description
The arts-based program involved in this study was founded in 1971 as a remedial reading 
program for monolingual English children.  It has since evolved and expanded to a K - 12 
developmental and enrichment program for special education and bilingual students.  It is designed 
to improve reading and writing skills through the integration of a total arts-based approach with a 
reading program that is teacher-directed.  As described below, the instructional model uses a 
sociocultural framework that emphasizes the interplay between the social environment and higher 
order thinking and reflects the theoretical work of Lev Vygotsky (1978, 1987).  Students attend 
program classes twice a week for a total of five to six hours weekly, which is equivalent to the time 
spent by the comparison group in separate ESL classes.  (Nationally, the average weekly arts 
instruction in elementary schools is only about two hours and does not use the arts as a basis for 
content-area instruction (Eisner, 1992).)  Although five or six hours of arts-based instruction is 
considered inadequate by the definition of authentic arts-based curriculum, this researcher felt that 
if this program produced significant findings, it would lend support to the argument for a more 
comprehensive authentic arts-based program.  
Participants
Students
Two fifth grade classes from an urban area Chapter One school using this model 
participated in the study.  Chapter One schools, by definition and as a requirement for funding, 
serve predominantly low-income students who fall below the 50th percentile in national 
achievement tests.  Children who are bilingual or who speak English as a second language make up 
a disproportionately large percentage of the population in these urban area schools.  (See Fine, 
1990 and Flores, Cousin, & Diaz, 1991, for critiques of this categorization.)  Sixty-three Latino/a 
children were involved, all of whom were learning English as a second language.  Most of the 
language different children were immigrants from Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, and 
Mexico.  The students included children from a range of racial and cultural backgrounds, with 
Spanish the predominant language.  All were from a low socioeconomic background.  Classes 
chosen were dependent on program availability and the willingness of educators to cooperate in 
this study.  There were two ESL Spanish-speaking fifth grade classes in the school.  One class 
participated in the arts-based program and the other (the comparison group) did not.  Every student 
in both classes had attended the same school at least one year prior to the study.  All were receiving 
additional pull-out ESL instruction on a regular and equivalent basis.  School officials reported that 
assignment to the class participating in the arts program was haphazard.  However, although not a 
statistically significant difference, the arts group did have more exclusively Spanish-speaking 
households, which might be seen as a contributing factor in first-language abilities and a 
disadvantage in attaining second-language skills.  However, that was not the case.  Spanish ability, 
as indicated by pre-test scores, was almost identical for the two groups, and the arts-based group 
averaged between six and seven points higher in English and Reading pre-test scores.  These 
differences were controlled for in the statistical analysis, as explained in the discussion of the 
research design on page 15.  Of the 33 students in the arts program, nine had been in the program 
the previous year.  Five of the 30 students in the comparison group had also been in the art 
program the previous year.  Statistically, participation in the arts program during the previous year 
was not significant across or within groups.  The small number of students who were in the 
program the previous year did not lend itself to further analysis.  Groups were equivalent in terms 
of sex composition, language spoken at home, place of birth, and age.  See table 1 for a summary 
of group characteristics.  As discussed in the design section of this paper, missing data on more 
than one set of variables reduced the N of arts-based participants to 30 and the comparison group 
N to 28. 
_______________
Insert Table 1 here
_______________
Teachers
Five teachers also participated in this study.  The arts-based class had two program 
instructors and a homeroom teacher.  The art program teachers held Master degrees in education.  
One spoke English and Spanish.  The other spoke only English.  The homeroom teacher held a 
bachelor degree in education and was enrolled in a master’s program.  She spoke Spanish, English, 
and Italian.  The comparison group had one homeroom teacher.  He spoke English and Spanish.  
He was the only male teacher and held certification in elementary education and an M.S. in 
economics.  The school district’s bilingual art teacher was in her thirties and had been teaching art 
for twelve years.  She also held a master’s degree.  The fifth grade homeroom teacher of the arts-
based program participants was 24 years old and had been teaching one year.  The other three 
teachers ranged from 39 to 56 years of age and had each been teaching elementary school 10 to 16 
years.
Context
The observations of the fifth grade arts class alternated between instruction in thematic arts-
based and reading-based activities.  There was a separate room for each type of instruction.  The 
observed arts segments featured spatial perceptions in works of art as part of a unit during which 
students were designing and creating murals.  Exercises involved identifying horizon lines and the 
use of overlapping and grouping of figures to convey depth.  A wide variety of art styles were 
represented including ancient Greek, Mayan, Impressionist, and Cubist, among others.  The 
students moved freely around the room but work was predominantly independent or in pairs 
during the observed segments.  The murals and other projects were created cooperatively in groups 
of four to six students.  The theme for both the arts and reading segments of these classes was the 
culture (art, folktales, customs, etc.) of Central America and Mexico.  The class was currently 
focusing on the work of Diego Rivera.  A unit about Frieda Kahlo had recently been completed.  
Instruction was in English.  Students spoke to each other in a combination of Spanish and English 
during the class.  Student discussion was on-topic.  Students helped each other by scaffolding, not 
correcting, answers.  The homeroom teacher was present and would sometimes walk around the 
room and converse with students in Spanish.  Usually she sat at a corner desk and did paper work, 
such as grading tests.  
Both art program teachers moved around their classrooms and spoke to students 
individually in English.  The art segment teacher’s conversation with students was instructional and 
praised students on a one-to-one basis while in the reading segments that were observed, teacher 
interaction with students on a one-to-one level was primarily to correct behavior.  Instructional 
conversation with students addressed or questioned the entire class as a group.  Individual students 
were called on by name and correct answers were positively reinforced.  Incorrect responses were 
addressed by reformulating questions and scaffolding.
The reading segments featured the tale of Quetzalcoatl, an Aztec god, with an emphasis on 
vocabulary and comprehension, problems and solutions in the story, and journal-type self-
reflective writing.  The instructor discussed vocabulary and then read the story, asking for student 
participation in terms of vocabulary, prediction, and recall.  The lesson was conducted in English 
only.  Students did speak to each other in both Spanish and English.  Most of the student talk was 
among one group of three boys and was not related to the lesson.
The fifth grade comparison group was observed during language arts and the district-wide 
program of one weekly “art” class, described below.  The homeroom teacher taught in a 
combination of both Spanish and English.  The language arts lesson involved finding the main idea 
in reading selections from a basal-based workbook.  Instructions were written in Spanish on large 
pieces of paper and hung in front of the room so students could refer to them.  Spoken instruction 
was in Spanish and English, with English predominating.  Key phrases (such as “What’s the main 
idea?”)  were repeated in Spanish after they were said in English.  Students would be called on by 
the teacher to read aloud from their English-language workbook.  As they read, the teacher would 
sometimes repeat a word or sentence from the selection in Spanish.  Students were called on by 
name and received liberal positive reinforcement.  Students who struggled to decode a word or 
answer a comprehension question were scaffolded in Spanish.  During part of another observed 
lesson, students worked quietly in groups of two to four while completing workbook assignments 
involving comprehension questions. During this activity, the teacher walked around the room, 
stopping more than once to check on each group and providing individual instruction to many of 
the students.  The students worked individually and did not talk to each other during this activity, 
although they were socially engaged and interactive when working on cooperative activities such as 
rewriting the ending of a story.  
The students in the traditional program attended art for one period a week (about 40 
minutes) as offered by the school.  Students went to another room for this class.  A dozen samples 
of previous projects were hung on two bulletin boards on either side of the room.  The teacher said 
that the reason for the scant decoration was that the students preferred to take their projects home, 
although sometimes student work was first displayed in showcases on the hall walls for a couple 
of weeks.  (Work by students in the arts-based program was not displayed in these showcases.) 
Projects were not related to course material and, during the periods of observation, consisted of 
cutting and coloring dittos about Martin Luther King, Jr.  Other projects included holiday-themed 
arts and crafts such as making construction paper and doily valentines, paper pilgrim hats, and 
Kwanzaa, Christmas, and Chanukah decorations.  The classes in this room were generally quiet.  
Students were each involved in their individual projects and sought little assistance from each 
other, although some doodled or made and exchanged “jewelry” made from chains of paper.
The arts-based program teachers and the comparison group’s teachers all exhibited caring 
and culturally appropriate behaviors, such as occasionally walking over to a student and placing a 
hand on her shoulder.  All of the teachers were very concerned that students learn the concepts and 
understand the process in addition to being able to arrive at the correct answer or “perform.”  All 
classroom environments were similar in facilities and decor, except for the room used for the arts-
based program, which had walls virtually covered with reproductions of a variety of artworks and 
student work.  Seating was arranged in groups.
In addition to notes on student behavior, time on task was assessed numerically by 
systematic observation at ten minute intervals.  In all arts-based segments, almost all (85% to 90%) 
of the students appeared to be on-task during the lesson.  In the reading segment of the arts 
program, the regular art class, and the comparison reading class, 60% to 70% were observed to be 
on-task at a given time, so time on-task itself may be a factor in the outcomes of this study and 
should be considered in future research and analysis.  Students who were off-task in one arts-
based reading segment were disruptive while those in the other groups were not.  Off-task 
behavior in this arts-based reading group included playing with things (such as trinkets and key 
chains) among pairs or groups of students, telling jokes, and making comments that were greeted 
with giggles and more comments.  Off-task behavior in the comparison group was quieter and 
included day-dreaming, doodling, toying with pencils, and the like.  One could speculate a number 
of reasons for this.  The arts-based program differed from the usual school fare, and the students 
may have felt it more permissible to act more freely or informally.  It may be that the comparison 
teachers were either more feared or respected because they were Latino/a and, in the case of the 
homeroom teacher, male.  Or, the maturity level of the students may need to be considered.  
It should be noted that, although more Spanish was used during the described lessons of 
the comparison group, and English predominated in the arts-based group, the overall exposure to 
both languages for all children, as determined through interviewing the assistant principal and 
homeroom and ESL teachers, and confirmed by additional classroom observations, was 
approximately the same on a weekly basis.  That is, there were other occasions when Spanish was 
the primary language in the arts-based instruction and English dominated in the comparison 
group’s classes.  It appeared that Spanish was used more frequently by all teachers when the task 
was more difficult for students, although students were encouraged to use English at all times. That 
is, the primary language (Spanish) was used to support basic academic skills while students 
acquired proficiency in the second language (English).
Quasi-experimental Research Design
A control group design with pre-test and post-test was used (Cook & Campbell, 1979).  
Since the test scores used were normal curve equivalents, distributions are normal.  While pre-test 
Spanish scores for both groups were very close (arts group mean = 43.22; comparison group mean 
= 42.86), pre-test scores in English and Reading were higher in the arts group (English mean = 
30.87; Reading mean = 25.17) than in the comparison group (English mean = 23.35; Reading 
mean = 19.71).  To control for the unbalanced design and group differences on pre-test scores in 
English and Reading (see table 2), between group analyses of covariance were performed to 
examine the relationship between participation in the arts program and language skills in English 
and Spanish.  Results of the evaluation of the assumptions of normality of sampling distributions, 
linearity, homogeneity of regression, and reliability of covariates were satisfactory.  (Interactions 
between the covariates and participation in the arts program were not statistically significant.)  
Missing data on more than one set of variables led to the removal of five students from the sample 
(three from the arts program and two from the comparison group), reducing the original sample 
from 63 to 58.  
Insert Table 2 Here
In the first model (see table 3A), English post-test scores were the dependent variable.  The 
independent variable was participation in the arts program. Scores on English pre-tests were the co-
variate.  In the second model (See table 3B), the first was repeated, substituting Reading test scores 
for the English ones.  In the third model (See table 4A), Spanish post-test scores were the 
dependent variable, with Spanish pre-test scores as the covariate and participation in the arts 
program as the independent variable.  Because of the cognitive advantages of bilingualism and the 
psychological importance of retaining one’s first language, as discussed earlier, the procedure was 
also run with a new variable created to reflect the difference between Spanish post-test and Spanish 
pre-test scores.  This was done to assess whether deterioration of scores was related to 
participation in the arts program.  The difference was used on the assumption that students in the 
arts program would perform better than those in the traditional program. (See table 4B.)
Results
Insert Tables 3-A and 3-B Here
After adjusting for covariates, performance on English (F (1, 47) = 11.00; p = .0018) and 
Reading (F (1, 47) = 20.29; p = .0001) post-tests varied significantly with participation in the arts 
program, as summarized in Tables 3-A and 3-B, above.  
Insert Tables 4A & 4B Here
Students in the arts-based program performed better on Spanish post-tests (F (1, 44) = 4.56; p = 
0.0383), gaining an average 2.9 points (M = 46.1360231).  Students not in the arts program lost an 
average of 9 points (M = 33.4241455).  Participation in the arts program is a clearly significant (p 
= .0383) factor in performance on the Spanish post-test.  
The results demonstrate a strong relationship between arts-based instruction and ability in 
English and Spanish. English skills of students in the Arts Program (M = 36.3213468) improved 
an average of 7.7 percentile points more than those in the comparison group (M = 28.6102076), 
after adjusting for pre-test differences.  Reading skills of the arts program students (M = 
36.8935174) improved an average of 12.47 percentile points over the comparison group (M = 
24.4203332).
Although the increases in English and Reading ability may be more impressive, the 
findings in Spanish ability may be of greater interest.  Spanish pre-test scores of the art group (M = 
43.22) were almost identical with those of the comparison group (M = 42.86).  The comparison 
(traditional) group lost an average of nine percentile points in their Spanish scores (p = 0.0001), 
allowing us to reject the null hypothesis of the equality of means (Pr > | T | = 0.0002).  Students in 
the arts-based program only gained an average of three percentile points in the Spanish batteries.  
While this is not statistically significantly different from no change (Pr > | T | = 0. 1653), the fact 
that they maintained, rather than lost, ability in their first language is statistically significant when 
compared to the loss evidenced by the traditional group (p = 0.0002).  Following research 
discussed earlier on the psychological and cognitive advantages of bilingualism, this may be an 
area well worth pursuing.    
Discussion
The above results indicate that an authentic arts-based curriculum enhances both first and 
second language abilities.  While further work is needed to determine the unique contribution and 
interactions of various components of authentic arts-based curricula (as discussed later), this study 
suggests that the interaction of extra-linguistic symbol systems (i.e. the arts), cognition, language, 
and culture may be critical.  The quasi-experimental design of this study is not meant to reify or 
simplify this complex process, but to provide a foundation and impetus for its further exploration.  
Ethnographic research illuminates the many difficulties faced by immigrant children in 
school and affords insights relevant to this endeavor.  Many of these difficulties have been shown 
to be the result of a lack of cultural congruity between the students’ home and school environments 
and the discontinuity between their sociocultural language use and the norms of the academic 
language (Au & Jordan, 1981; Cazden 1988; Heath, 1982; Mohatt & Erickson, 1981; Trueba, 
1987; Resnick, 1987; Tharp & Gallimore, 1987).  Many immigrant children, for example, come 
from cultures where peer interactions are much more common than adult-child interactions (Brent-
Palmer, 1979, in McLaughlin, 1985).  Many cultural minority children use an inductive discourse 
style in which fundamental assumptions are inferred from a series of statements rather than the 
analytic style predominating in American middle class families (Cohen, 1969; Hasan, 1976, in 
McLaughlin, 1985) in which the truth of specific arguments is deduced from general propositions.  
Discrepancies between curricular materials and instructional methods used in the school and the 
tools and methods typically used in the child’s culture have been shown to significantly diminish 
the child’s classroom achievement (Au & Kawakami, 1984; Cole & Griffin, 1987; Cazden, 1988; 
Garner, 1990; Moll, 1990; Gallas, 1991).  
A good deal of this work argues forcefully for the importance of distinguishing between 
contextualized, communicative language and decontextualized, more academic language (Cummins 
& Swain, 1986).  Contextualized language skill is the ability to engage successfully in face to face 
conversation including monitoring one’s interlocutor in order to respond effectively with little or no 
advance planning.  Decontextualized language skill is the ability to provide a coherent, 
comprehensible, informationally adequate verbal account without signals from an interlocutor.  It is 
to use language skills in the absence of context, to manipulate language metalinguistically in a 
manner associated with academic prowess.  
Yet, these two modes of language may not be bipolar.  Vygotsky, for example, claimed that 
the (contextualized) fantasy in artistic thinking led children to think and use language symbolically, 
or on a decontextualized level (Ives & Pond, 1980).  In fantasy play, as in artistic involvement, one 
is liberated from situational constraints.  During play a block may be(come) a spaceship, a 
telephone, or a sandwich.  In transforming one thing to another, meaning is separated from the 
object (Vygotsky, 1934/62) or decontextualized.  Daiute (1990) and others (e.g. Dickinson, 1994; 
Neuman and Roskos, 1990) have determined that creative engagement through play does have 
important implications for literacy development.  Pretending highlights different ways of working 
with symbols and their referents (Dickinson, 1994), thereby promoting skills associated with 
metalinguistic competence.  Thus, it is conceivable that transfer between contextualized and 
decontextualized skills is hindered when a separation between the two is artificially created, as in 
the more traditional pedagogical approach used in the comparison class.  While the comparison 
group, for example, did work cooperatively in small groups, they remained seated and worked on 
assignments such as the completion of workbook questions from the basal reading curriculum or 
similar tasks centering on analytic mastery of decontextualized language skills.  Other class work 
also followed traditional academic form, with the teacher asking questions (e.g. “What’s the topic 
sentence?”) that have only one “correct” answer and the students responding.  In the arts-based 
group, in contrast, there was more opportunity for process.  Students moved freely around the 
classroom.  They learned academic skills within the (contextualized) framework of the arts-based 
curriculum, interweaving thinking with the environmental context in which it occurs.  This 
integrative approach may have facilitated transfer of skills and contributed to the significantly 
higher test scores.  
In addition, because the arts offer alternative ways for children to express themselves and 
explore their own inner thoughts, understanding as well as communication is less dependent on 
linguistic ability.  Seemingly paradoxically, expression of information through a non-verbal system 
facilitates and strengthens verbal understanding as well (Spina, 2002).  The process of moving 
information from one communication system to another, such as from visual imagery to language 
and language to visual imagery, encourages learners to process meaning in ways that deepen their 
understanding (Harste, Burke, & Short, 1988).  Drama, for example, has been shown to encourage 
higher order thinking, problem-solving, and psychological integration as children use their voices 
and their bodies as ways of communicating (Catterall, 1998; Burton, Horowitz, and Abeles,1999; 
Fiske, 1999; Spina, 2002).  As children translate their knowledge into movement and sound, it 
becomes easier to translate that knowledge into linguistic form (Hoyt, 1992).   
This may be similar to efforts at “translating” from the first to second language in early 
stages of L2 acquisition.  This view is supported by the work of Hakuta (1986), Cummins (1988) 
and others (Lambert, Gardner, Barik, & Tunstall, 1963; Samuda & Woods, 1983; Hakuta, 
Ferdman, & Diaz, 1986; Padilla, Fairchild, & Valadez, 1990; Arias & Casanova, 1993) showing 
that those proficient in both their first and second language have more cognitive flexibility than 
those who know one language much better than the other.  Campbell (quoted in Simonton, 1988, p. 
391) explains this cognitive advantage in a way that reflects the tenets of “artistic” thinking:
Persons who have been uprooted from traditional cultures, or who have been 
thoroughly exposed to two or more cultures, seem to have the advantage in the 
range of hypotheses they are apt to consider, and through this means, in the 
frequency of creative innovation.
By providing explicit reinforcement of a variety of Latino cultures, the arts-program 
maintains or increases positive regard for the cultures associated with the first language, a factor 
that has been shown to improve second language acquisition (Snow, 1992; Garcia, 1993; Spina, 
1995).  As Garcia (1993) explains, an important sociocultural variable in second-language 
acquisition is the relationship between the cultures of the first and second language, with the lesser 
social distance yielding a more positive effect on the learning of the second language.  The activities 
within authentic arts-based curricula simultaneously provide instruction in higher-order thinking 
and structured experience in second language learning without demanding the devaluation or 
assimilation of the first language.   
This is important because language is also closely tied to personal identity (Snow, 1992; 
Bartolomé, 1994).  Although cognizant of the importance of second language mastery, the learner 
fears the loss of part of his “self.”  Yet the school must help the child adjust to and develop to her 
fullest potential in the larger, new society.  Conducting communication in a second language can be 
an integrating force without becoming a forced assimilation by providing cultural reinforcement 
through the arts to compensate for that no longer reinforced through language.  This allows the 
child to acclimate to her new culture without having to reject the old and lessens the trauma of 
changing one’s language and thus one’s mediational resource (Roy, 1989). 
At the level of individual development, the arts help one to “maintain the cognitive structure 
of the self” because “the creation of art is by definition an intentional and self-determined 
activity” (Csikszentmihalyi & Schiefele, 1992, p. 172).  Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi (1976) have 
shown that the process of artistic expression helps one “gain some control and understanding of 
barely conscious internal tensions, diffuse problems, or felt ambiguities” (in Csikszentmihalyi & 
Schiefele, 1992, p. 170).  This may compensate for the deficits in self-esteem that often accompany 
sociocultural change and the resulting actual or perceived failure to perform (Spindler & Spindler, 
1987; Trueba, 1989).  The arts, by providing activities in which the minority child can find 
expression, fulfill expectations, exhibit competencies, and demonstrate self-efficacy, enable the 
child to experience success.
Directions for Future Research
Although the arts have been shown to serve a dual role in second language learning, 
addressing and integrating both the affective and cognitive, it remains to be determined whether or 
not programs that are pedagogically similar to the arts-based models discussed, but are not 
themselves arts-based, would be equally effective.  This study provided no evidence that there is 
more social, hands-on, cooperative learning in the arts-based group than the comparison group, as 
revealed in observations, teacher interviews and lesson plans.  However, it would seem appropriate 
to further explore the possibility that significant gains in English and Spanish proficiency by 
students receiving the arts-based instruction is a result of the nature of the pedagogical model itself, 
as opposed to a reflection of the communicative and psychological qualities inherent in the arts.  
For example, would the use of thematically-based models that were not arts-based differ in 
outcomes?  Further work is also needed to determine possible confounding effects of teacher 
characteristics such as gender, age, and ethnicity, as well as curricular materials and social 
interactions.  
Finally, because the student population involved in this study was exclusively Latino/a, it 
would be important to determine if arts-based approaches are equally effective for ESL students of 
other cultural and linguistic backgrounds, and to explore the implications for other at-risk 
populations that have context-specific impairments in the predominant language.
Conclusion
Hakuta, Ferdman, and Diaz (1986) argue that the problems confronting cognitive 
development and second language education can only be solved “through a multilayered analysis 
that considers historical, linguistic, cognitive, socio-psychological, and sociological 
perspectives” (p. 30).  This study suggests that researchers may find such solutions in a similarly 
multilayered realm that encompasses all of these perspectives — the realm of the arts.
Trueba (1987) writes that learning is stimulated through the functions of complex 
representational, constructive, directive, and evocative cultural meaning systems.  He claims that 
through these functions minority students are “empowered” to perform competently in school.  The 
literature that supports this, Trueba adds, is “quite convincing,” but what is now needed are 
theories that “open the door to our understanding of how children can increase their 
knowledge” (p.11).  
This paper has attempted to unlock that door.  It has examined artistic meaning systems and 
provided theoretical and empirical evidence that supports the use of such curricular approaches for 
second language learners.  The findings are promising and provocative.  However, much research 
remains to be done in order to further clarify the issues surrounding the arts and second language 
learning.  
NOTES
1.  “Arts” refers to the entire field of art in which lines, colors, forms, and their structures, motions 
and (inter)relations are used to create visually, auditorily, and/or kinesthetically perceptible works.  
These include painting, drawing, sculpture, printmaking, pottery, architecture, industrial design, 
photography, cinematography, textile arts, basketry, typographical arts, multi-media arts, vocal and 
instrumental music, dance, and indigenous forms of visual artistic expression.  Authenticity is 
discussed on pages 5 - 6.
2.  The word “instrumental” is used here as an attempt to neutralize the oppositional and 
hierarchical attributes of “logical” or “rational” terminology, which imply, according to Derrida 
(1981) that “artistic” reasoning is illogical and irrational, which are considered negatives in this 
society.
3.  It is frequently assumed that art is multicultural because of the nature of its historical content and 
geographically diverse homage to past civilizations.  Such an approach can become a token gesture 
unless cross-cultural investigations of art that are based in a socially constructed reality are 
emphasized. (Wasson, et al, 1990; Author, 1998). 
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Table 1





        N = 30
               15
               15
Traditional program
              N = 28
                     12
                     16
Age (Mean years)            10.27                 10.28
Language(s) spoken at home
Spanish only
Spanish and English
                21*
                  8
                     17**









                  8
                  2
                  0
                  1
                  3
                  8
                  1
                       9
                       0
                       1
                       0
                      5
                      7
                      0
               *  (1 missing data)









Are you the  [   ] classroom teacher    [   ]  arts program teacher 
         [   ]  remedial teacher     [   ] other (please specify)____________________________
How many years have you been teaching in this capacity?________________________________
How many years have you been teaching overall?_______________________________________
What is your age?__________  Ethnic background?_____________________________________
Are you [   ]  male or [   ]  female? 
Level of education (Highest degree)_________________________________________________
What language(s) do you speak?____________________________________________________
What language(s) do you use in the classroom?________________________________________








Are additional ESL services provided in your school ?___________________________________





Supplementary Teacher Questionnaire 
Your name_____________________________________________________________________
School___________________________________________  Grade/class___________________
Number of students_____________________________  Program_________________________
How frequently are the participating students involved in arts based activity? (daily, weekly, etc.?) 
_____________________________________  And for how long?_______________________
Please check ALL that apply:
TYPES OF ART ACTIVITIES USED throughout the year:
VISUAL ARTS MUSIC AND DANCE
[  ]  Appreciation [  ]  Appreciation [  ]  Warm-up
[  ]  Drawing [  ]  Rhythm [  ]  Movement 
[  ]  Painting [  ]  Pitch [  ]  Modern
[  ]  Sculpture [  ]  Harmony [  ]  Folk
[  ]  Printmaking [  ]  Voice (singing) [  ]  Tap
[  ]  Photography [  ]  Notation [  ]  Ballet
[  ]  Fabric Art [  ]  Theory [  ]  Jazz
[  ]  Pottery [  ]  Classical [  ]  Freestyle
[  ]  Film/video [  ]  Dalcroze [  ] Orf
[  ]  Other_______________ [  ] Other____________________________
DRAMA        LITERATURE
[  ]  Improvisation [  ]  Poetry [  ]  Folktales
[  ]  Role-playing [  ]  Classic [  ]  Novels
[  ]  Plays (acting) [  ] Writing [  ]  Reading
[  ]  Puppetry [  ]  Styles/genres [  ]  Contemporary
[  ]  Other________________ [  ]  Other______________________________
CONTENT AREAS  Please check content areas into which art activities are incorporated and 
specify the relevant art forms for each content area.
SUBJECT                      RELEVANT ART FORMS
[  ]  Reading ____________________________________________________________
[  ]  Social studies ____________________________________________________________
[  ]  Physical Education ___________________________________________________________
[  ]  Health studies ____________________________________________________________
[  ]  Mathematics ____________________________________________________________
[  ]  Science ____________________________________________________________
[  ]  ESL ____________________________________________________________
[  ]  Foreign language ____________________________________________________________
[  ]  Language arts ____________________________________________________________
[  ]  Other (please specify)_________________________________________________________
CONTENT AREAS  Please check content areas taught without reference to or use of art.
[  ]  Reading [  ]  Language arts [  ]  Social studies
[  ]  Health studies [  ]  Mathematics [  ]  Physical Education  
[  ]  Science [  ]  ESL [  ]  Foreign language
[  ]  Other (please specify) 
_________________________________________________________
If there is any other information you would like to add, or observations you’d like to share, please 
feel free to do so in the space below.  Thank you.
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